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Two oft-heard assertions inform today’s understanding of design: “everyone 
is a designer” and “everything is design”. It is within such professed design panism 
that designers (struggle to) articulate their role and position. But more than being a 
mere description of a reality, design panism is an interpretative framework, a rhe-
torical instrument and a semi-conscious expansion agenda. In a two-day seminar, 
we broke down the conflicting meanings of these statements in order to elucidate 
their consequences on the designer’s identity and sense of realization. By analyzing 
texts spanning more than half a century – from Norman Potter to Keller Easter-
ling, from Victor Papanek to Ruha Benjamin – we critically into design culture’s 
fractures and continuities.

Abstract
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“Every human being is a designer. 
Many also earn their living by design 
– in every field that warrants pause, 
and careful consideration, between 
the conceiving of an action and a 
fashioning of the means to carry it 
out, and an estimation of its effects.” 

Norman Potter (1962)
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“Everyone is a designer, says Author 
Grillo in What is Design? Design is 
not the product of an intelligentsia.” 

The Architectural Forum (1962)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

What is a designer?
Norman Potter
Hyphen Press
London
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In order to serve a general manual for upcoming designers, the 
French architect PAUL JAQUES GRILLO [1908–1990] structured 
his approach on Design. This idea arose relying on his lecture 
on Theory of Design at an American University for architectural 
students. As for Grillo there was a lack of tangible and 
summarised  knowledge in the field of design which he tried to 
overcome. 

In his book WHAT IS DESIGN? he introduces his major aspects: 
 Archetypes 
[as the essential element of design],    
 Proportion 
[and its good or bad utilisation] and    
 Composition 
[in a comic law relying on the intuitive decision of a designer].

»Everyone is a Designer«
»Design is not the product of an intelligentsia.« 

»It is everybody’s business, and whenever design loses contact 
with the public, it is on the losing end. […]  
When I say that design is everybody’s business, I don’t mean that 
design is a do-it-yourself job. I mean that it affects everybody, at all 
times, in out lives.«

By his honesty in forming a new way of thinking he makes himself 
vulnerable to the reader and opens a place to make mistakes—a 
gentle gesture of trying and maybe failing together. In the end 
design seems to be a discourse and a discipline with a mutual 
impact. To the environment, to society and to oneself.
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“All men are designers. All that we 
do, almost all the time, is design, for 
design is basic to all human activity.” 

“Many books on industrial design 
suggest that design began when 
man began making tools. While the 
difference between Australopithecus 
africanus and the modern designer 
may not be as great as one might think 
or hope, the idea of equating man 
the toolmaker with the start of the 
profession is just an attempt to gain 
status for the profession by evoking a 
specious historical precedent. ‘In the 
beginning was Design,’ obviously, but 
not industrial design.”

Victor Papanek (1971)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

What is design?
Paul Jacques Grillo
Dover Publications
New York
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Inspired by the cover design by Michael Bierut and Sachi Chandiramani, a politically correct and equivocal re-writing of this 
Victor Papanek quote from his seminal book ‘Design for the real world’:

“All men are designers. All that we do, almost all the time, is design, for design is basic to all human activity.” 

Design for the real world was first published in 1971 and then again in 1985 and once more in 2019 after Papanek’s death in 1998. Let’s change “men” to  “humans” in the 
name of gender equality standards of 2022.

“All humans are designers. All that we do, almost all the time, is design, for design is basic to all human activity.” 

Papanek contradictions himself here. He says that all that we do is design but he introduces doubt about whether it is design all the time. Does this mean that in fact not everything 
we do is design?  Let’s change “All that we do, almost all the time” to “A lot of what we do”. That feels nicer.

“All humans are designers. A lot of what we do is design, for design is basic to all human activity.”

Design is basic or fundamental to all human activity and this appears to be true when it is viewed as a problem-solving, ordering and form-giving skills or as “planning and patterning” as Pa-
panek put it. But Papanek is not saying that all human activity is design. Just like knowing english grammar is basic to a writing an english-language book, we don’t say that every english-lan-
guage book is an excercise in english grammar. Let’s just say that “design contributes.” No one from the other modes of human activity  can be insulted if we write it this way.

“All humans are designers. A lot of what we do is design, and design contributes to all human activity.”

All human activity? Surely love and sex and carnal activites are not contributed to by design. Better to say again that it contributes to “a lot”. It feels a little less deterministic, no?

“All humans are designers. A lot of what we do is design, and design contributes to a lot of human activity.”

This is a lot of “a lot”s. But a lot is not all. So if there are activities out there that might have nothing to do with design, not everyone is a designer, right? In this scenario I’d prefer to say that not every one is an 
active designer. We all “are capable of being” designers. Yes, that’s a little softer. 

“All humans are capable of being designers. A lot of what we do is design, and design contributes  to a lot of human activity.”

Actually, what was Papanek thinking? Using the word “designer” sounds too much like the profession of the designer. He should have spoken in broader terms. The more the merrier. Let’s say “All humans  design”.

“All humans design. A lot of what we do is design, and design contributes to a lot of human activity.”

Let’s homgenise and harmonise. What is “human activity” if not “what we do”.

“All humans design. A lot of what we do is design, and design contributes to a lot of what we do.”

Isn’t “all humans” kind of a tautology? Cut the “All”.

“Humans design. A lot of what we do is design, and design contributes to a lot of what we do.”

Unspecific design kind-of-panism. Perfect.
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“Contra the widely promoted belief 
that design is something all human 
beings do and have done throughout 
history, but now must do more 
consciously and thoroughly than ever 
before, design is something that has 
had a history. Its beginnings can be 
traced to the rise of modernity, and 
it will almost certainly come to an 
end with the modern project. Indeed, 
we have an obligation not so much to 
promote designing as to learn to live 
without it, to resist its seductions, and 
to turn away from its pervasive and 
corrupting influence.”

Ivan Illich & Carl Mitcham (1994)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Design For The Real World
Victor Papanek
Thames & Hudson
London
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“We are all designers. Designing is 
integral to every intentional action we 
take.”

Tony Fry (1994)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

In Memoriam Ivan Illich
Ivan Illich & Carl Mitcham
-
-
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How broad should the understanding of this term be? 
How broad could the understanding of this term be?

Does design simply mean making something?

Does design simply mean creating something? 

Does design simply mean shaping something somehow?

If design simply means making something,
one could say we are all designers.

If design simply means creating something,
one could say we are all designers.

If design simply means shaping something somehow,
one could say we are all designers.

How do we define design? 
Can it be defined?
Can it be defined in a sense that fits the terms complexity?

Design in a common sense is always related to visual outcome.
But does design need to be visible?
Or tangible in some way?
Are our thoughts designed?

Does design simply mean to be?

Heidegger states 
Being is always relational. One cannot be without being in the world. 
Does simply being in the world also mean designing it?

Commonly spoken: the difference between design and art lies in its function.

Fry sees design as a meta-category consisting of three elements
design object, design process, design agency.

It can be
a futuring activity extending possibilities for a prospering of life
a defuturing activity causing harm

Design in a traditional way seems to be linear.
Design in an ontological way is seen as circular.

Design designs.
Is our surrounding forming us just like we are forming our surrounding?

Willis states
Designing is fundamental to being human.
But is design fundamental to human beings?
By designing tools, we design possible ways of being.

Are we shaped by objects as much as objects are shaped by us?

Regarding Frys statement
what is the difference between designing and creating?
Is there one?
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“Everyone designs who devises 
courses of action aimed at changing 
existing situations into preferred 
ones.” 

Herbert Simon (1996)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Ontological Designing
Anne-Marie Willis
-
-
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“There is a risk of falling into the 
trap of vague generalizations like 
‘everything is design.’ Not everything 
is design, and not everyone is a 
designer […] Every one can become 
a designer in his special field, but 
the field that is the object of design 
activity always has to be identified […] 
The inherent components of design 
are not solely concerned with material 
products, they also cover services. 
Design is a basic activity whose 
capillary ramifications penetrate 
every human activity. No occupation 
or profession can claim a monopoly on 
it.”

Guy Bonsiepe (1999)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

The Sciences of the Artificial
Herbert Simon
The MIT Press
Cambridge
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“Everyone is a designer!”

Mieke Gerritzen 
and Geert Lovink (2000)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

The Disobedience of Design
Guy Bonsiepe
Bloomsbury Publishing
London
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“We are all designers. We manipulate 
the environment, the better to serve 
our needs. We select what items to 
own, which to have around us. We 
build, buy, arrange, and restructure: 
all this is a form of design.”

Don Norman (2003)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Everyone is a Designer
Mieke Gerritzen and Geert Lovink
Bis Publishers
Amsterdam
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We form emotional connections to 
all objects we use, touch or interact with. There are a 
multitude of things we connect to it. It starts with thoughts 
and ends with feelings. Norman identifies three of them: 
The visual appearance, the pleasure of using them and the 
self-image one gains when you use something.

All in all, it’s a handbook of tricking people 
into liking objects or things, not really mentioning that 
it is all for a capitalistic purpose! Even the Philippe 
Starck’s citrus press (I have one myself) is nothing 
more than a conversation starter, because it is so 
useless, but pretty and  makes you feel something 
(very very very simply put). Put in 2022 terms: a 
like-machine.

And in an epilogue, Norman 
points out—we are comming to the quote 
now—the ability to customize and make 
objects (or websites) makes ever yone 
a designer. If you consider design as 
just making something, yeah maybe 
there is a point. 

Though, I have 
a huge struggle to believe the 
we are al l  designers thing 
and that everyone is equal. It’s a 
bit superficial. Most design schools are 
eletarian Institutions and surviving without 
ever setting foot in one, seems—now more than 
ever—unlikely. Is this theoratisation of everyone is a 
designer a method of coping with the guilt. Yes if you 
look for it and define design very broadly, everything can 
indeed be design.

However if design is considered a 
process of very critical reflection of the surroundings, 
environment and carefully considering everything (not to 
make something more likable i.e. more monetizable), but to 
actually make something good—which comes closer to my 
vaguely defined concept of design–then not everyone can 
be a designer.

Is this design?

We form emotional connections to 
all objects we use, touch or interact with. There are a 
multitude of things we connect to it. It starts with thoughts 
and ends with feelings. Norman identifies three of them: 
The visual appearance, the pleasure of using them and the 
self-image one gains when you use something.

All in all, it’s a handbook of tricking people 
into liking objects or things, not really mentioning that 
it is all for a capitalistic purpose! Even the Philippe 
Starck’s citrus press (I have one myself) is nothing 
more than a conversation starter, because it is so 
useless, but pretty and  makes you feel something 
(very very very simply put). Put in 2022 terms: a 
like-machine.

And in an epilogue, Norman 
points out—we are comming to the quote 
now—the ability to customize and make 
objects (or websites) makes ever yone 
a designer. If you consider design as 
just making something, yeah maybe 
there is a point. 

Though, I have 
a huge struggle to believe the 
we are al l  designers thing 
and that everyone is equal. It’s a 
bit superficial. Most design schools are 
eletarian Institutions and surviving without 
ever setting foot in one, seems—now more than 
ever—unlikely. Is this theoratisation of everyone is a 
designer a method of coping with the guilt. Yes if you 
look for it and define design very broadly, everything can 
indeed be design.

However if design is considered a 
process of very critical reflection of the surroundings, 
environment and carefully considering everything (not to 
make something more likable i.e. more monetizable), but to 
actually make something good—which comes closer to my 
vaguely defined concept of design–then not everyone can 
be a designer.

We form emotional connections to 
all objects we use, touch or interact with. There are a 
multitude of things we connect to it. It starts with thoughts 
and ends with feelings. Norman identifies three of them: 
The visual appearance, the pleasure of using them and the 
self-image one gains when you use something.

All in all, it’s a handbook of tricking people 
into liking objects or things, not really mentioning that 
it is all for a capitalistic purpose! Even the Philippe 
Starck’s citrus press (I have one myself) is nothing 
more than a conversation starter, because it is so 
useless, but pretty and  makes you feel something 
(very very very simply put). Put in 2022 terms: a 
like-machine.

And in an epilogue, Norman 
points out—we are comming to the quote 
now—the ability to customize and make 
objects (or websites) makes ever yone 
a designer. If you consider design as 
just making something, yeah maybe 
there is a point. 

Though, I have 
a huge struggle to believe the 
we are al l  designers thing 
and that everyone is equal. It’s a 
bit superficial. Most design schools are 
eletarian Institutions and surviving without 
ever setting foot in one, seems—now more than 
ever—unlikely. Is this theoratisation of everyone is a 
designer a method of coping with the guilt. Yes if you 
look for it and define design very broadly, everything can 
indeed be design.

However if design is considered a 
process of very critical reflection of the surroundings, 
environment and carefully considering everything (not to 
make something more likable i.e. more monetizable), but to 
actually make something good—which comes closer to my 
vaguely defined concept of design–then not everyone can 
be a designer.
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When we 

perceive something 
as “pretty, that

judgment 
comes directly 
from the visceral level.

 In the world of design, “pretty” is generally frowned upon, denounced as petty, trite, or lacking depth and substance

but that is the designer’s reflective level 
speaking (clearly trying to overcome an 
immediate visceral attraction). 

Because designers 

want their colleagues

to recognize them as imaginative,

 creative, and deep, making something “pretty” or “cute” or “fun” is not well accepted. 

But there is a place in our lives for such 

things, even if they are simple.”
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“Design has emerged as one of the 
world’s most powerful forces. I has 
placed us at the beginning of a new, 
unprecedented period of human 
possibility, where all economies 
and ecologies are becoming global, 
relational, and interconnected.” 

Bruce Mau (2004)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Emotional Design
Don Norman
Basic Books
New York
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“That design is not only an activity 
that trendy metropolitan design 
‘creatives’ engage in: it’s a universal 
human life skill, a way of ordering, 
interpreting and enhancing our 
artefacts, images and surroundings, in 
which all of us should have a stake.” 

Rick Poynor (2007)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Massive change
Bruce Mau and Jennifer Leonard
Phaidon
New York
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“Over the course of their century-
long history of creative problem 
solving, designers have acquired a set 
of tools to help them move through 
what I have called the “three spaces 
of innovation”: inspiration, ideation, 
and implementation. My argument 
is that these skills now need to be 
dispersed throughout organizations. 
In particular, design thinking needs 
to move “upstream,” closer to the 
executive suites where strategic 
decisions are made. Design is now too 
important to be left to designers.”

Tim Brown (2009)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Obey the Giant
Rick Poynor
Birkhauser
Basel
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Feasibility
(Functionality)

(Continuity)
Viability

(Meaning)
Desirability

Constraints can best be visualized in terms of three 
overlapping criteria for successful ideas: feasibility 
(what is functionally possible within the foreseeable 
future); viability (what is likely to become part of a 
sustainable business model); and desirability (what 
makes sense to people and for people).

Change by design

Written by Tim Brown

(Three criteria for successful ideas)

A competent designer will resolve each of these 
three constraints, but a design thinker will bring 
them into a harmonious balance.
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“Looking back at the first edition 
of Everyone Is a Designer in 2000, 
when we proposed the idea of 
democratization of design, a decade 
later this programmatic statement has 
become reality.”

Mieke Gerritzen 
and Geert Lovink (2010)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Change by Design
Tim Brown
Harper Business
New York



6160

“EVERYONE IS A DESIGNER”1

What is the context of my work with 
the object? Is my need to work with 
the object essential? Am I bringing 
a solution to the problem with my 
work or am I contributing to its exis-
tence? Am I creating innovation with 
my work or am I just a part of social 
evolution without self-reflection?

With my work, I contribute to the 
creation of a creative mass. I work 
on collectively created imagery using 
tools that I have assimilated into my 
own identity. Am I a tool of a tool 
or do I democratically contribute to 
collective work?

I see an object. I have a tool. I can take a picture, scan it, 
upload it, save it, print it, send it, and share it. I choose the 
format, filter, composition, and number of frames. I have 
the software. I can deform it, modify it, copy it, vectorize it, 
put it in motion, and project it into a 3D digital environment.

1 GERRITZEN, M. LOVINK, 
G., Everyone is a designer in the 
age of social media. Amsterdam: BIS 
Publishers, 2010. 143 p. ISBN 978-
90-6369-227-8.
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“We are a designing species”

Victor Margolin (2015)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Everyone is a Designer
Mieke Gerritzen and Geert Lovink
BIS Publishers
Amsterdam
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What would be a specific role of designers
in this world?

There are two kinds of design. One is official pracctice of professional 
desgin with mass production and with mass communication and so 
on. The other one is what people all over the world have been doing 
scince the beginig of time. Design is often seen as a purely functional 
economic activity as value to marcket product. However in the fact, it 
is cultural and social acctivity. We have been put on the earth with the 
obigation to design our way forward. In this sense, we are a designing 
species. We couldn’t live without design.

However, the public understanding of design is quite a trivial one. 
Therefore, any profession including designers that seeks to move itself 
forward has to develop techniques for arguing why that should hap-
pen. The last thing is that we are now living in a world that Margolin 
calls “perpetual problem situation.” We’ve got population growing the 
climate changing, refugees moving around, we cannot just sit back 
and settle in and say that we could live here for another 30 or 40 years 
as one thought you could do in the 50s. As Camus said, we are just 
condemned to act and this means that we are condemned to design. 
We have to do it.

how design has shaped our exisitance 
as human?

There are a lot of organizations and governments and other kinds of 
clients that are engaged in projects and that could be really managed 
quite well and even better by people trained in design. 

The question arising here is who can make the best arguments for 
what to design? All this suggests that this design next to being a func-
tional and economic practices also in quite essentially a discursive 
practice in developing a discourse on how we could see the world.

2015  “We are a designing species” – Victor Margolin – Riko Tamekuni
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“In a world in rapid and profound 
transformation, we are all designers. 
Here, ‘all’ obviously includes all of us, 
individuals but also organizations, 
businesses, public entities, voluntary 
associations, and cities, regions, 
and states. In short, the ‘all’ we are 
talking about includes every subject, 
whether individual or collective, who 
in a world in transformation must 
determine their own identity and their 
own life project.”

Ezio Manzini (2015)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Design, When Everybody Designs
Ezio Manzini
The MIT Press
Cambridge
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“Design has gone viral. The word 
design is everywhere. It pops up in 
every situation. It knows no limit.”

Beatriz Colomina 
and Mark Wigley (2016)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

An interview with Victor Margolin
Max Bruinsma
-
-
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This André 
Leroi-Gourhan’s phrase 
is not original to this 
book, it is quoted on 
page 48 by the authors, 
and is maybe the most 
essential introduction to 
the topic of pan-design. 

Colomina and 
Wigley argue that 
design is what makes 
the human, and thus 
design is everything 
we create. With this 
interpretation design 
spread throughout the 
world just as humanity 
grew and expanded, 
reaching every corner 
of our space and of our 
experiences, becoming 
the way humans ask 
questions and thereby 
continuously redesign 
themselves. 

In this sense,  
it is viral.

The human 
hand is human 
because of 
what it makes, 
not of what it is.

A
re

 w
e 

hu
m

an
?

Be
at

ri
z 

Co
lo

m
in

aa
nd

 M
ar

k 
W

ig
le

y
20

16



7574

“[…] design is literally everywhere; 
from the largest structures to the 
humblest aspects of everyday life, 
modern lives are thoroughly designed 
lives.”

Arturo Escobar (2018)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Are We Human?
Beatriz Colomina and Mark Wigley
Lars Müller Publishers
Baden
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“If one needs to ‘subvert’ design, this 
implies that a dominant framework 
of design reigns–and I think one of 
the reasons why it reigns is that it has 
managed to fold any and everything 
under its agile wings.”

Ruha Benjamin (2019)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Designs for the Pluriverse
Arturo Escobar
Duke University Press
Durham and London
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When design is a colonising project we 
have to question our pre-existing as-
sumptions and also think about what 
happens with our design after put-
ting it out into the world. Will our design 
be for the better? What consequen-
zes could it have for society? 
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“Everyone can design, even designers”

Ernesto Oroza (2020)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Race After Technology
Ruha Benjamin
Polity Press
Medford
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“Luckily, design is something anyone 
in any discipline already knows how 
to do.”

Keller Easterling (2021)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Everyone Can Design, Even Designers
Ernesto Oroza
-
-
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“Design alone cannot (and certainly 
does not) replace politics or economics 
or culture. Yet design is everywhere, 
and everywhere it is, it represents 
and enacts politics, economics, and 
cultures.” 

Matthew Wizinsky (2022)

Title
Author
Publisher
Place

Medium Design
Keller Easterling
Verso
London
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[1]     A curve (of a map).

[2]    Feet on the house.

[3]    A man stands gleefully 
in the arc. 

A poster was commissioned by the Underground in 1926. Frederick Charles 
Herrick's bold design was issued in the summer. It promotes the Tube as a 
cool and comfortable means of travelling while the weather is hot. 

[4]

zoom in / out"They can easily fall in love with the moves they make in the game 
without really paying attention to the rules of the game—or what 
game they’re playing!"

When we magnify one thing infinitely, from the designer's point of 
view, everything is decomposed into a simple curve, what we often 
do is to make this curve more perfect. 

Everything has its own structure, background and context. We'll 
think about how the curve bends, we'll think about the pose of the 
characters, we'll think about where we need to put people, we'll 
think about why we put up posters like this in the subway.

Consider design as it meant to be embed into the context of policy, 
society and economics.
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Place

Design after Capitalism
Matthew Wizinsky
The MIT Press
Cambridge
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